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Too Taboo for You?
Questions, lessons, & strategies 
for engaging students with 
challenging materials
Blake Spitz
Archivist at SCUA, UMass Amherst
bspitz@umass.edu Taboo, the cat
Challenging 
materials
What are they?
Chrono-
logical
Harmful/
Violent
Sense of 
progress
• Chronological
The Crisis, 1915 Aug
Nina to WEB Du Bois, 1915 May
Challenging 
materials
Challenging 
materials
Records of violence, or 
created to do harm
Chrono-
logical
Harmful/
Violent
Sense of 
progress
Chrono-
logical
Harmful/
Violent
Sense of 
progress
Why use in the classroom?
• Impact*, memorable, unique
• Evidence of real histories often 
softened or erased by power
• Emotional response increased 
empathy, understanding, desire 
for knowledge or action?
*Make sure ƉimpactƊ is not ąour onlą reason
If going to use challenging 
content, what can we do?
Prepare in advance
▪ Discuss w/ faculty
▪ Trigger warnings
▪ Do an example 
walk-through
▪ Open door policy
Interrogate 
▪ In context is this as 
upsetting as I think?
▪ Who am I protecting 
or trying to keep 
safe?
Theory-Praxis
▪ Difficult knowledge
▪ Vicarious trauma & 
resilience, radical empathy
▪ Critical pedagogy & 
librarianship
▪ Mindfulness, emotionality,  
embodiment
Chrono
Violent Progress
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